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The Script and Production History
One of the key elements of the Striking 12 script is the fact that so many aspects of the text can be seen as either benefits or challenges depending on the director, actors and designers approaching it. As stated, the original production was performed by three musicians who enacted all the roles, sang all the songs and played all the music; however, the rights to this production allow for the roles to be played by an ensemble of varying size, only stating that "the overall sense should be that there is one group of players: musicians, singers, actors, out of which everyone steps to become their character when needed. When not playing a role in any given moment everyone is in a sense themselves, as well as a potential chorus member" (Striking 12: Theatrical Rights Worldwide). From this openness arises the first benefit or challenge of the script, depending on how you look at it. With so much leeway to the interpretation of the ensemble size and, in turn, character development, it leaves a great deal of power in the hands of the director, actors, and creative team to decide how to transform the text to a live performance.
A second challenge that comes from the original production's casting three performers to enact over twenty-eight roles is choreography and blocking. Three people portraying all these parts not only creates a different dynamic but naturally lends itself to be more of a musical concert in which two story lines are intertwined. In this respect, it would be a challenge for both the director and design team to envision how each song and moment of the play should be constructed to include our ensemble of sixteen. Yet another element of the text that further complicated this for the creative team is the extremely unconventional script. Striking 12 challenges many of the theatre's traditional conventions through the arrangement of the double storyline and the repeated breakdown of the barrier dividing actor and audience. Not only do the characters interact with the audience but they also interact with one another as themselves. It is in this way that the process can be both exciting and challenging for the directors and actors of this production.
Another challenge we faced which is unique to our production of the play is the casting choice made for one of the main characters in the show. In Hans Christan
Anderson's short story, the Little Match Girl is a young impoverished Danish girl, however for our production the choice was made to cast an African-American college student. Despite the age and racial differences between the actress and character, the unconventional nature of the show made this casting decision seem appropriate. For instance, in the original production the actress playing the Little Match Girl was an adult who along with two other actors played a number of other roles. The flexibility in casting along with other aspects of the play, including interaction with the audience and abrupt transitions in tone, location and subject matter all lent to a broader range of selection in the casting process.
The last major challenge faced from a more logistical sense is the inconsistency found in the varying published and printed materials for Striking 12. as to how they might be to work with throughout the production process. What was their behavior like outside the room? How did they react to the pressure of auditioning? These questions and more were asked of me while looking for a potential cast and were a valuable lesson on how to be a strong and observant stage manager in the early stages of a production.
Production Schedule and Actor Conflicts
Prior to even beginning the pre-production phase for Striking 12 I knew it would be a challenge because of my schedule for the semester. During the design/budgeting process, auditions and early stages of rehearsals I would also be stage managing the University of Iowa's largest dance production, Dance Gala 2014. Although I knew from the beginning that this would be a challenge for me and ultimately put my time management and organizational skills to the test, I was still not mentally prepared for how exhausting it would be working on two productions simultaneously as a graduate student.
Aside from my personal schedule, the production schedule for Striking 12 was also a challenge in that there were seven and a half weeks of rehearsal and one and half weeks of performances. In addition, the technical process for the show was divided by the University's Fall Break which meant that there would be seven days between the first technical rehearsal and the second.
Once the show had been cast, we also found that coordinating actor conflicts was
to be yet another scheduling obstacle that had to be overcome. Since auditions at the University of Iowa are held prior to the end of the academic drop/add period, many students are unsure of the entirety of their schedule while participating in the audition process and committing to a production. In the period between casting and the start of rehearsals, the stage management team was contacted with a number of additional actor conflicts that ultimately left us with fewer than ten rehearsals with the full cast. Although conflicts are a commonality when working with actors who are also students, it was extremely unusual to have more the a couple actors with consistent conflicts throughout the entire rehearsal process. For example, in the past one to two actors may have one evening class twice a week that would require they miss the first thirty minutes to an hour of rehearsal or one date in which they had a prior engagement but not more than that.
After countless discussions with the cast and director, we ended up having one of the original cast members withdraw from the show and replaced after the first week of music rehearsals.
Design and Venue: "The Return to the Motherland"
Striking 12 was performed in Mabie Theatre, the largest of the three venues in the University of Iowa's Theatre Building, seating four hundred and sixty audience members.
This production inaugurated the opening of the space after having been closed for over one year due to construction to repair the damage done to the building during the 2008 flood. For this reason, there was excitement from both the design and production team to be the first production not only to return to this venue but also to utilize the new basement facilities, after having been unusable for almost six years. Working in Mabie
Theatre would also be my first and last opportunity to call a show in this venue as a graduate student at the University of Iowa.
With the return to Mabie Theatre came the opportunity for more challenging and extensive design elements. The set for Striking 12 utilized a great deal of the stage leaving little space backstage except for the extended wing space stage left. The scenic design included three main platforms, one of which is automated and used frequently throughout the show. The band and actors share the playing space on both the stage left and stage right stationary platforms. Besides automation, the scenic design for the show also includes flying scenic elements, moving/rotating units, snow and projections. Some of these scenic elements involved the use of two curtains that could be flown in and out both vertically and horizontally, two large custom built snow machines, and two large rolling office/subway units (See Figure A1 ). Originally the intention had been for me to call this production from backstage but because of the size of the set, the limited traffic flow and the fact that the band would be split on either side of the stage, it was decided that there was not an ideal location from which to call. Although the decision to not call from backstage isolated me from the cast and crew, ultimately it ensured that I would have a full picture of the stage throughout the performance, as well as allow the opportunity to focus more on the complexity of the production without having to make the transition to backstage in what would surely be a challenging technical process.
From early discussions of the design for the show, we knew that not only would we need a strong stage management team but also that a large number of crew members would be needed to efficiently run backstage. In short, the return to the Mabie Stage and the first family-friendly holiday show to be produced by the theatre department in some time lent for an exciting opportunity and challenge for all of the creative team.
Open Flame
Since Table A1 and Figures A2 & A3) , ensuring that the costumes of cast members who use open flame were treated with flame retardant, assigning crew to be on fire watch, and ensuring that precautions were taken in preparation for an accident during a performance.
Stage Management Team
The stage management team on this production was comprised of two assistant were each crucial to making the production successful.
Stage Management Goals and Challenges
When it came time to put in my stage management preferences for my third year at the University of Iowa, I knew that I wanted to make sure that the productions I was selecting would not only technically challenge me but also continue to support my growth as a stage manager. Two of the main reasons I found myself eager to work on this production was the chance to work with the Head of the Acting Program, John Cameron, as well as the opportunity to call a musical which I had not yet done while in the graduate program. As a stage manager for this production, I set goals not only for myself but also for the stage management team. Besides the technical challenge of calling a musical, I
hoped to be a good mentor for both my assistant stage managers, but especially for Samantha who as a graduate student would also be a mentor for undergraduates as well as future graduate students. I also sought to establish a strong and lasting relationship with the director whom I greatly respect. Other goals for this production included improving my ability to delegate tasks, working on building a strong continuity not only in all the paperwork but also among the stage management team (See Table A2 ), as well as helping the production team and cast successfully navigate through what would be an extremely challenging tech schedule.
CHAPTER III: REHEARSALS Additional Challenges Discovered in Rehearsals
Before I address the obstacles and challenges I faced throughout the rehearsal process of Striking 12, I would first like to attest to the atmosphere and energy that the cast, director and stage management team brought to the rehearsal room. Throughout the seven-week rehearsal process we encountered our fair share of the unexpected, both good and bad; but, despite the challenges faced, our time together was filled with laughter, tears and discovery. I can say with complete and total confidence that I have never had as much fun in the creative process of a production as I did on Striking 12. With that being said, from the first week of rehearsals it was clear that the road to opening would not be a smooth one.
Through the first few weeks of rehearsals we leapt a number of hurdles with the cast including conflicts, illness, and inexperience. Cast conflicts became one of our first major obstacles. After countless discussions between the director, cast, and I, as well as
the rearranging of schedules we ended up replacing one actor and changing two role assignments in the first week. Although it took a great deal of compromise from both sides, we were able to take what originally would have been less than ten rehearsals with the full cast and negotiate it down to a manageable list of conflicts. Beside conflicts, illness and injuries also left us canceling a number of rehearsals in order to ensure that the actors remained rested and in good health. In particular, one of the two main actors in the show injured his leg about midway through the rehearsal process, which left him in a full leg brace for the remainder of rehearsals. Luckily, with minor adjusts to choreography the actor was able to perform without the brace. The last and most consistent challenge we faced with the majority of the cast was lack of experience. What this meant for both the director and stage management team was lending more guidance to the expectations of an actor both on and offstage. For the stage management team and me, learning this early on in the process helped us to adjust our style and involvement to better prepare the cast for the challenges to come. Some adjustments made included spending more time early in the process prepping the cast for the transition to the set and what they should expect and would be expected of them throughout varying stages of the process. For this reason, when working scenes in the rehearsal room we would often take the cast to the stage to help them better understand why they were being asked to take more time with a particular moment or enact it in specific way.
Outside of the cast, the introduction of the band also proved challenging. Both the integration of varying personalities and working styles, as well as the coordination of schedules made the addition of live musicians difficult. The weeks leading into technical rehearsals foreshadowed some of the challenges we would face in getting the varying personalities and levels of experience of the band and cast to mesh. This especially proved difficult without having a conductor onstage to unify the two. Since our musical director was unavailable for a number of the tech and performance dates it was decided early on in the process that he would work with the pianist to take over some of the responsibilities the conductor would normally be responsible for. Although initially it proved challenging for both the band and cast, it forced the cast and band to become more aware and attuned with one another. In retrospect this choice, although challenging, spoke to the spirit of the original production where the actors and musicians were one in the same. In many ways, this pushed both the assistant stage managers and me to become more comfortable in interactions with and delivering notes from the director and musical director to both the band and the cast. In the assistant stage managers and my past experiences the conductor had been responsible for giving musical notes to the singers and musicians. This variation made me realize the importance of continuing to develop my musical skills and vocabulary in order to become a more successful and well-rounded stage manager.
Assessment of Production Challenges and Progress on Personal Goals
Despite all of the unexpected occurrences throughout the rehearsal process, the tradition of preparedness the stage management team had instilled during pre-production proved vital in managing the production challenges faced during rehearsals. technical difficulty involved in this production as well as the challenges faced in the rehearsal room, the stage management team and the director worked to resolve issues in the moment rather than waiting to make discoveries in tech. Although this proactive approach in no way eliminated future challenges, it did however make the team better physically and mentally prepared to face them as they occurred.
Looking back on the goals set for both the stage management team and myself, I
feel that despite the challenges faced we successfully achieved and often exceeded our goals. By clearly delegating tasks, establishing deadlines and emphasizing the importance of each team members' strengths to the success of the stage management team as a whole; we were able to establish continuity not only in our paperwork but also in our stage management styles.
Preparing for Tech
Keeping in mind the challenges faced in rehearsal, the technical enormity of the show and the unusual tech schedule, our preparation for tech began much earlier than normal. Unlike most productions, the technical process for Striking 12 was divided in half by Thanksgiving break. What this meant for the stage management and production team is that a great deal of planning needed to occur not only to ensure that the technical process was as efficient as possible but also that time would not be lost regaining momentum and energy upon returning from the seven day interlude. For the assistant stage managers and me this involved encouraging the rest of the production team to continue the proactive approach that had been established within the rehearsal room.
Ultimately, we knew that the nature of live theatre would not allow us to predict all obstacles ahead of time but rather that open discourse about these challenges and the possibilities for addressing them would lend for a more successful use of time and energy. On a more personal level, I knew that both the call of this show and the wide range of personalities and expectations would prove to be one of the most testing technical processes of my graduate career. Acknowledging this early on in the rehearsal process allowed me not only the time to mentally and physically prepare but also the ability to utilize the full support of my production team and assistant stage managers.
Tech
In addition to the fragmented tech schedule, the sheer number of technical One instance in which this became vital was with the programming of the automated platform. Since there would not be an automation supervisor present for technical rehearsals and performances, it was established early on that Sam would be responsible not only for overseeing the crew running the automation but also receiving training ahead of time that would make the programming and adjust of cues easier in tech. As a result, we were able to quickly make adjustments to the automation throughout the technical process in instances where a lack of training and pre-planning would have meant stopping tech and making a note for the technical director to address later.
CHAPTER IV: POST-PRODUCTION Evaluation of Production Challenges
In hindsight, the Striking 12 stage managers did a great job navigating the team through a series of unexpected challenges including schedule and personality conflicts, illness and injury, inexperience, and significant technical difficulty. The network of communication and proactive energy established early on in the process aided the team in successfully working through the challenges presented from pre-production through closing. As with all live theatre and especially those productions with a large amount of spectacle, technical difficulties were experienced frequently throughout the run of the show. For example, one substantial technical difficulty was the malfunction of the automated platform during a performance (See Table A3 ). Even though a plan for this had been discussed in advance but not solidified we were still able to calmly problem solve in the moment. Through the coordination of stag management, cast and crew we assigned available crew members to perform the tasks the automation normally would have had it been functioning. In this instance, as well as others, the strength and organization of the stage management team, crew and cast saw that these challenges didn't affect the vision and integrity of the show. Despite the technical difficulties experienced during performances and the challenges faced throughout the rehearsal process, the team left this project with a positive outlook and an admiration for the piece of theatre magic we had created together.
Evaluation of Progress on Personal Goals
Overall, I can confidently say that I feel positive about my growth and show that both the team and audience enjoyed.
Areas of Improvement
With that being said, there is always room for growth and if given the opportunity to do this production over, there are a couple of things I would change. The first would be to broaden my knowledge of music terminology and continue to develop my ability to fluently read music. Although I am an auditory learner, which makes following music and understanding cue placement in relation to the music easier, the ability to confidently read music and communicate to singers, musicians, and musical directors using musical terminology are valuable skills for any stage manager to have. In the future, I hope to continue to develop these skills through practice and application, whether it be through professional instruction or independent study. Another trick that I learned during this process that I wish I would have known before, was how useful it is to have the musical measures written into the libretto. If I had done this during the pre-production process, it would have saved time during rehearsals and helped me to communicate more quickly with both the singers and the musicians. Lastly, I wish I had more time to practice my call prior to performances. With so many technical elements, many of which continued to cause trouble during performances, I never truly felt I had the opportunity to master my call of the show. Going back, I wish I had taken a recording of the run so that I could practice outside of dress rehearsals and performances.
Personal Impact and Summary of Graduate School Achievements
Throughout my time at the University of Iowa I have learned a great deal about myself not only as a stage manager but also as an individual. My experience working on productions of varying sizes has challenged both my technical and interpersonal stage management skills and taught me the importance of caring for and maintaining relationships with the group of people it takes to make a theatrical production successful.
Over the course of Striking 12 I kept a journal about my experience and process.
Upon re-visiting this, I found that one entry in particular sums up much of my personal take away not only with this production but also with the graduate program.
"Tonight's rehearsal was one of those times when everything seems to fall into place. Over the course of two and half hours we cried, we laughed, and were transported on a journey. Not just a journey of the characters in the show but also for the people playing them. Tonight watching the Little Match Girl's flame slowly fade filled with the warm memories of her grandmother's unconditional love, we were all reminded of the people and parts of life that are most important. Watching the Little Match Girl find happiness and good in her life despite the adversity she faced made us realize the importance of living every moment to its fullest and never taking a single person for granted, because you never know when someone's match might burn out. Seeing this discovery affect not only me but the others around me was truly incredible and something I will never forget. Moments like this remind me why I love the theatre. Every day, we play, we explore, we laugh, we cry, we dream. I will forever be thankful to this group of extraordinary individuals for making this show what it has been and reminding me on a daily basis of the reasons why I so deeply love stage management."
Looking back, this production helped to show me how much my growth in 
